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As a classroom teacher elected President of the British National Union of Teachers (NUT), Mary had the unique opportunity to visit teachers' conferences all around the world. The almost overwhelming social and political crises that so many teachers face were debated at all of these events. Activists at the 2002 South African Democratic Teachers Union (SADTU) Congress in Durban debated the merits of various funeral plans for members and their families who would be killed by HIV and AIDS, the lack of water and electricity in their communities, school fees for the poor, and delays in payment of salaries. SADTU members were often working in appalling conditions, all too often sick and dying and teaching children in similar straits. In addition to dealing with these social crises, which are exacerbated by policies of world financial institutions, teachers must simultaneously contend with the deterioration in public education, itself an outcome of reforms promoted and imposed by those very same institutions. Though the titles and acronyms of policies differ from one country to another, the basics of the assault are the same: undercut the publicly supported, publicly controlled system of education, teachers' professionalism, and teacher unions as organizations. For example, much of the SADTU conference was taken up with issues that are also facing teachers in the UK-performance-related pay, wasteful and bureaucratic inspection processes, and increasing privatization. The conference of the Australian Educators Union (AEU) devoted a large part of its time to issues of teacher quality and how this could be monitored. The Canadian Teachers' Federation conference Mary attended wrestled with the issues of national testing, monitoring, league tables (published comparisons of school test results), and inspections. Teacher unionists in Germany debated a whole raft of government measures touted as promoting quality control, a panacea for the problems in the German education system, which, according to official reports, is failing a large number of children of both the poor and middle classes. The very nature of education is being contested: the Fourth World Congress of the international organization of teacher unions, Education International (EI), held in Brazil, explored the theme "Education: Public Service or Commodity?" A new mindset is necessary, one that views families as customers, schools as "retail outlets" where educational services are received, and the school board as a customer service department that hears and addresses parental concerns. As a near monopoly, schools escape the strongest incentives to respond to their customers-the discipline of the market.
Enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, a covenant of the United Nations, is an affirmation that education is a basic right of all children The millennium development goal for education set in Dakar, Senegal, in the year 2000 is universal primary education by 2015. Despite the apparent desire of the world's leaders to make it possible for all children to be educated, many communities, schools, children, and teachers confront reforms that sabotage the explicit commitment to basic education for all.
Over the last couple of decades a new global consensus about reshaping economies and schools has emerged among the politicians and the powerful of the world. Whereas in the past governments-preferably democratically elected-have assumed the responsibility to ensure that all children are educated, schools and universities are now regarded as a potential market. In these educational markets, entrepreneurs set up schools and determine what is taught and how it is taught in order to make a profit. The assumption that schooling is a "public good" is under the most severe attack it has ever endured. As the contributions to this volume demonstrate, teacher trade unionists are grappling with the increasing privatization of education services, the introduction of business "quality control" measures into education, and the requirement that education produce the kind of minimally trained and flexible workforce that corporations require to maximize their profits. Among scholars and global justice activists, these reforms being made to the economy and education are often called "neoliberal." (Susan Robertson explains this terminology in her essay following this chapter.) Though the term "neoliberalism" may be new to many readers, the policies are not. They are experienced almost universally by teachers, children, and parents.
Many governments under the sway of neoliberal ideas have relinquished pursuit of the policies needed to provide a basic education to all, chief among these financing education adequately so that all teachers can teach and learners learn in conditions fit for that purpose. Clearly the millennium development goals for education will not be met. While rich northern nations spend billions of dollars prosecuting wars and have bottomless resources for the exploiting of new gas and oil reserves, the most precious reserves of all-the world's children-stand at the back of the line. Nor is there an opportunity to develop education systems so that they can fulfill their true purpose-to enable people to live a full and creative life, or as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights puts it, to ensure that education is directed "toward the full development of the human personality."
There is an old saying that "a lie gets halfway round the world before the truth gets on its running shoes." The lie making the running in schooling is that private corporations and entrepreneurs are much more able to make education work for the poor than teachers, communities, and their elected representatives in government. And when one listens to politicians and reads in the media about the benefits of bringing the private market and business methodologies into education, one can often feel like teachers have hardly begun to tie the laces on their running shoes. The voices for privatization and neoliberalism have virtually the whole of the world's media at their disposal to speed them on their way. Rebutting the "private good, public bad" propaganda is complicated by neoliberalism's hijacking of ideals and terms borrowed from those who have spent their lives campaigning for education for all and opportunities for the poor and oppressed. Hearing news reports and politicians' statements of lofty goals, one might think there is nothing closer to the hearts of the international financiers, accountants, and politicians than the needs of the poor. It is only when you look at the actual effects of the policies of world financial institutions like the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank on "developing" countries and their education systems that you realize that nothing could be further from the truth. As many researchers, including those writing in this book, document, the World Bank's structural adjustment programs have destroyed perfectly adequate education systems in countries like Zambia and are threatening to do the same in many others. As readers will see in the excerpts from neoliberal reports, websites, and corporate financial bulletins with titles like "Why school fees are good for the poor," when it serves their purpose, neoliberal gurus are quite willing to ditch the rhetoric of social justice and equality and lay bare the true face of their education policy.
Teachers are in a war being fought over the future of education, and though at times it might seem as though we are losing the war without firing a shot, we have a potentially powerful weapon in our hands-our solidarity and organization into powerful teachers unions. EI, which brings the teaching unions of the world together, has over 29 million members. Although researchers and activists engage in a lively global discourse about the need to wrest education back from the private entrepreneurs and corporations who want to turn it into a cash cow and a source of flexible labor, the debate contains very little discussion-from nongovernmental organizations that do advocacy work (NGOs), from academics, and even from unions themselves-of the role that teacher unions can and must play in reversing these policies. Our shared commitment to illuminate the neglected role of teacher trade unions, to analyze their potential power to win an alternative type of education, underlies our work of bringing together the essays in this book.
Public service unions, and in particular education unions, do have power. And yet it often feels as though the tremendous potential force that is contained in those 29 million teachers organized into trade unions is not being used. The economic system that dominates the world, capitalism, has become global-its strategy and propaganda have a global reach and logic. Yet we in the trade union movement, despite some traditions of international solidarity, are a long way from achieving an equivalent global coherence. And even on a national level trade union leaders are often too ready to accept the rhetoric of politicians as the reality and adapt accordingly, instead of standing up boldly and opposing them-if necessary through job action.
Ironically, the potential power of teachers and our unions to derail neoliberal reforms like privatization is often more apparent to our opponents than it is to teachers and union leadership. In a draft report for the World Bank, "Making Services Work for Poor People," economist Ritva Reinikka argues that teaching unions impede equitable development of services for poor people by diverting scarce resources toward teachers' pay. Reinikka cites teachers' failure to "perform their duties in a reasonable fashion" as "probably the biggest constraint to making services work for poor people." Conveniently omitted in this and other World Bank analyses is the fact that teachers' pay is appallingly low and sometimes nonexistent in many developing countries.
In the face of this kind of rhetoric and in the context of the global assault by private capital on state education services, how are the unions responding, and how should they work to defend services for the poor? Is there any indication that teacher unions and their leaderships have the will to face up to this situation and reverse it? These are the issues our book takes up, through contributions by teachers and researchers throughout the world. The book is informed by the firsthand knowledge Mary and Lois have had in their careers as classroom teachers and union activists, as well as by their different roles outside the classroom. Since leaving her job as a New York City public school teacher, Lois has been a college professor and researcher who educates urban In particular, recent progress in primary education in Francophone countries resulted from reduced teacher costs, especially through the recruitment of contractual teachers, generally at about 50% the salary of civil service teachers. . . . All IFC education investments must provide a satisfactory financial return. The definition of "satisfactory" is dependent on IFC-wide strategic investment directions.
